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	1. Chapter 1

James Bond was between missions. Well, official missions at least. He was sitting at the desk in his not-often-used office looking at his computer screen. His former M stared implacably back. The crafty, old bitch wouldn't let anything as insignificant as death get in the way of doing her job, would she, he pondered.

A knock came, Bond closing the video player just as the door opened.

He smiled at the man standing in the doorframe. God-awful cardigans and corduroys aside, there was something unqualifiedly sexy about Arthur Clifton. Probably a lot to do with the fact that Bond knew all too well how he looked sprawled out naked on his bed and the sounds he could coax out of him whilst enduring the attentions of a Double-O dedicated to putting his back into his job - regardless whether that job be of a vertical or horizontal nature.

"Might I have a word, 007?"

"Of course, Q. Come in."

"In my office if you'll indulge me?" Bond flashed a frown. "There's something I'd like to show you."

Usually such a request meant a word about something Q didn't want broadcast on the usual channels. His was the only office free from any listening devices, undergoing a daily sweep by the overzealous Quartermaster. While it was illegal to listen to, but not watch, one's employees, that didn't deter perhaps the world's leading agency in espionage from indulging in the practice.

"Lead the way," Bond replied, rising from his chair to follow.

A silent 90 second walk and they reached their destination. Q shut the door behind them, tossing the file he was carrying onto the desk and turned to Bond, arms crossed. James assumed his most nonplussed expression and returned the look.

"Problem Q?"

"You're hiding something from me."

"I have no sec—"

"Oh bollocks, Bond," he said with a wave of his hand as he flopped down into his chair. James remained standing. "Our entire existence is built on secrets and subterfuge. I wrote the bloody code on secrets and subterfuge," he stated, not feigning modesty. It was the cold, hard fact of the matter.

"When did you stop trusting me?" he asked directly, doing nothing to conceal his impatience with the agent.

"Q. I trust you implicitly. That you would even entertain such a thought, I find quite disturbing, given all we've shared and continue to share."

Q huffed. He wouldn't be appeased. "Regardless. There's something going on with you. I noticed the change a few days after M's funeral."

_The perils of falling for a far-too-clever-by-half genius,_ thought James silently to himself, his expression never faltering.

And yet, not fooling Arthur Clifton for one second.

Q's tone softened and he stood with the intent to move closer to James. "Her loss affected us all. But none more than you."

There were times past, more often than not, that James' felt the psychological circumstances of his job akin to a form of solitary confinement, his own skull a prison cell. And while he trusted Q with the key to that cell, it was sometimes a wake-up call to realise just how far this man was getting under his skin. Beautiful, irritatingly clever bastard that he was.

_Crafty bugger. Trying to break me down from the inside out,_ Bond's inner dialogue kept himself in check. Q would make a brilliant information extractor, were he not so brilliant at deconstructing and figuring out everything else he laid his hands on. James bloody Bond included…

"I'm here for you. Always. No matter what, James. You know that, don't you?" he said, lifting Bond's hand to place a soft kiss inside his wrist. "I know it's asking a lot given the full time job it is wearing the MI6 suit but you can put the agent down when you're with me."

Bond returned a distractingly charming smile to the man before him. Q rolled his eyes.

"Trust me, Q. If there is anything you need to know, I will tell you…"

Q's eyes narrowed, telling Bond clearly, by in fact saying bugger all, that this wasn't over. Bond himself knew the fact of the matter better than anyone.

It was only beginning.


	2. Chapter 2

Arthur Clifton knew many things.

He knew his job. Inside out, upside down and in that way Neo Anderson could read streams of code and see a woman in a red dress. Or in his personal preferential case, an MI6 agent in a bespoke suit.

He knew cats. Furry masters of manipulation that they were. Completely bogging deaf to the sound of their own name. Yet, capable of hearing the rustle of a treat bag opened underwater from 500 yards away.

And, he was getting to know, rather well, one James Herbert Bond.

While Q knew Bond wasn't lying to him per se, he did know without a shadow of a doubt that the man was concealing information from him. His second nature forte so Q could hardly hold against him the ease with which such behaviour came to the man. What James Bond was about to learn, in a very civilised manner of course, was that your Quartermaster was not to be underestimated and when he wanted to know something, short of time-travelling said something back to the stone age, it couldn't be hidden from him very long.

And so it was with great pleasure, Arthur Clifton put the man in his place. Or at least took a bloody good shot at it. Q may be an expert at breaking down firewalls, deconstructing code and decryption of secure data, but James Bond was an expert in breaking down people. And when those two elements clash, well, fireworks are an inevitable side effect…

"Arthur?" James called from the bedroom. "Remind me your wi-fi password again?"

Q smiled and obliged, popping cat bowls down to keep the monsters occupied while he opened his own laptop and proceeded to download the contents of James laptop onto his own. Possibly the last thing he expected to see, however, when his mouse gravitated towards the video file and he clicked, was an image of their former Head of MI6 staring back at him.

A brief message. And a name. Marco Sciarra.

Q closed the laptop thoughtfully. Why wouldn't Bond bring this to Mallory? What possible motive could he have for acting solo on a message from the grave?

_Love and guilt are powerful motivations in our actions,_ Q supposed, walking back towards the bedroom.

Bond was in the bathroom, shaving. His weapon of choice, a cutthroat razor. Q joined him, watched the glide of the blade in the reflection of the mirror, wondered if he was about to take his life into his hands.

"Let's play a game…" he began softly. Bond briefly paused in mid-upward motion and looked at Q. "A bit like word association?"

Bond sighed. "Personally, not so fond of those," he replied, tapping the edge of the blade against the sink to knock off the excess foam. "Having been on the receiving end of something similar in psych evals."

"Oh this one is slightly different," replied Q, easy nonchalance punctuating his light tone. A disarming smile. "It's called Snog, Shag, Kill."

Bond stopped his shaving and trained a piercing gaze on Q, completely focussed on the man as he lathered up his own jawline. He adopted a bemused smile, evidently intrigued by what Q was up to and happy to play along. For now. "Alright."

Q brought the razor to his cheek. "So I say a name and you respond with…"

"Please. Carry on," said James, folding his arms and facing Q while resting a hip against the sink. They were standing close side by side, but not in each other's immediate space.

"Eve Moneypenny."

"Oh shag definitely." Q's eyes narrowed."You could have at least pretended to think about it." Bond said nothing. Unapologetic as ever.

Q continued shaving. "Bill Tanner."

"Snog." No hesitation there either.

"Really." Q stated.

Bond shrugged. "It's your game, Arthur."

"And I find it a most effective method employed if the intent is to shut someone up," Bond responded coolly.

"Mmm." Q didn't pause, finishing off with the blade before grabbing a towel and rubbing his face. He watched in the mirror, Bond reciprocating his gaze intently in return. If Q didn't know better, he would think James knew what was coming…

"Marco Sciarra."

It was the most imperceptible of twitches that gave Bond away at the sound of the name from Q's lips. His talent for recovery didn't fail him however. Q wondered if he relished the test and took a lot of pride in his abilities to remain unflappable in the face of surprising information.

He turned from the mirror to look directly at Bond who's gaze was roaming his face. Without looking down, Bond picked up the cutthroat. "You missed a bit, Arthur," he said, low and soft.

Q felt his mouth go dry. Not with fear. It was anticipation.

Bond stepped behind him and reached around to take his chin in hand, tilting his head to the side and glancing the blade gently up the side of his neck. "There."

Keeping the moves fluid, he took a small step forward and pinned Q's thighs against the marble ledge. Q didn't resist.

He closed his eyes as James' lips replaced the blade and a hand slipped beneath his robe. The full prelude to the 007 method of information extraction.

Q was powerless under the singular force of Bond's attentions.

"And how do you know that name, Quartermaster?" he whispered in his ear.

"I— I— may have— have hacked your computer."

"Oh really? That was rather naughty of you…" His eyes were hard as diamonds, the blue seemed even more so if that were possible. Q could only shut his eyes, the intensity was so overwhelmingly delicious. James Bond was never more dangerous than when in complete control.

He gripped the edge of the marble top. His legs buckled as his body surrendered to the agent's ruthless and unrelenting attentions.

Bond stepped away, calmly picking up the hand towel and wiping his hands and the remnants of the shaving cream from his face. He looked at Q then in the mirror. Dishevelled and gorgeous he may well be, thought Bond, but a nosy bastard nonetheless. Still, Bond could forgive once. Inquisitive was one of the many attributes that made him so damn good as Quartermaster.

"I'm going to say it only once, Q," he said levelly, tossing the towel towards the basket in the corner. "Stay out of this." He walked out.

Q looked at himself then. Torn between taking another shower and wondering if that little interlude boded really well, or really badly for him. One thing he didn't have to wonder about though.

He wasn't going to allow the man he loved to commit career suicide. Not on his watch.


	3. Chapter 3

_"I have some personal business to attend to, Q, in the aftermath of Skyfall. Personal effects to pick up from the family solicitor. I'll be gone a few days."_

"Oh? And do I get to know the location of this rendezvous with your solicitor?" Q enquired casually down his mobile line, strolling towards his office.

_"Cayman Islands."_ Utter bollocks, was Q's single thought about that though he didn't give voice to that sentiment.

"Ah. The lair of thieves, liars and vagabonds. Maybe a legal entity closer to home would be more convenient? Or is he in hiding for some reason?"

_"She. And no. It's just where she happens to be at the moment and one of the many locations my parents used as safe places."_

Q's ears perked up at the familial reference. It was the first time Bond had ever mentioned them. Of course, he could just as easily have been trying to throw Q off the scent with regards to his designs on Marco Sciarra. Nice try, James.

"Well you are on mandatory leave so you can do as you please."

_"I plan to,"_ came the taut reply.

Q hung up the call. _And if you think for one second you can pull the wool over my glasses, Commander Bond, think again._

* * *

><p>Where 007 was concerned, most situations could be summed up very neatly in one sentence:<p>

Damned if you do, damned if you don't.

_Well,_ thought Q to himself, _If I do get caught, at least I'll have company on the cross I'm about to nail myself to._

Before he became Quartermaster, it was a little known fact only a chosen few were privy to that Arthur Clifton was a brilliant hacker who skirted the fine line of the law. Until he stepped over that line. Intelligence services home and abroad had been looking for him for several years, but he remained very much a ghost in the machine. It was only when he gave himself up in person to their former M on the understanding that his record be expunged that he became part of the solution instead of the problem. For which M had been very grateful. He'd always been very grateful in return, for her professionalism, her grace and her unique style of command, particularly where the command of James Bond was concerned. Now that she was gone, and in the transition to Gareth Mallory and the security services merger, responsibility for keeping the reckless bastard out of trouble fell to him.

The lockup where Q kept his "other" equipment wasn't on any books, any records, anywhere. Well, he wouldn't be a very good hacker if that were the case, would he? He entered under cover of dark in a little frequented part of London, his own personal mission front and foremost in his mind.

He booted up the computer to bring the satellite online, a satellite belonging to his former employer which he had conveniently "crashed" in the middle of a desert during a sandstorm. A few deft moves with practised fingers and the satellite's signal appeared. Q waited and watched. Patience was another quality he possessed in spades, at least where his job was concerned. He made himself some tea in the interim while the satellite scanned the planet below, searching for its target.

_Not in the Caymans then. What a surprise._

It was a few minutes later when the blip (literally and figuratively to give him his credit) that was James Bond popped up on the screen.

Q smiled to himself while sipping his cooling mug of Earl Grey. _Well hello, 007. Fancy seeing you here…_

* * *

><p>"Where are you going?"<p>

James paused at the window to throw a reassuring smile back towards his long-legged, brunette companion. "I won't be long," he replied, shirking off his outer suit. He stepped out onto the ledge of the hotel rooftop just as he felt his phone vibrate. In the zone and not welcoming the distraction, he didn't pause his movements as he pulled it out to switch the bloody thing off. But not before he saw the message.

_Hello 007._

James rolled his eyes before quickly typing a response.

_Not now Q._

He switched it off and pocketed it, turning his attention to prepping his weapon while closing in on Sciarra's location. As he crouched and listened, it was obvious why M had wanted the man dead thus foiling the terrorist designs he evidently had on killing thousands of innocents. Bond took aim and managed to kill his three companions and plant a wounding shot to Sciarra's shoulder.

The subsequent explosion and the collapse of the building on top of him was unexpected.

He landed on a sofa.

A bloody sofa. His phone vibrated. Remote access. Irritating little git. Bond answered.

_"Enjoying Mexico, 007? I hear the tequila is particularly fine where you are."_

Bond frowned. "How—?"

_"I wouldn't be a very good Quartermaster now if I didn't know where MI6's agents were at all times? Especially when those times involve you running roughshod over another country. With unauthorised use of my equipment I might add…"_

Bond was pushing through the festival crowd, frantically scanning for signs of Sciarra. "Q. I really do not have time for this. I've lost—"

Q interrupted. _"No. You haven't. I'm tracking him now."_

Bond was about to ask but thought better of it. _I'm going to spank that smartarse when I get back._ "Where?"

_"Fifty yards ahead of you. Heading for the town square."_

Bond heard before he saw the helicopter and knew what he had to do. He wasn't a religious man by any stretch but on this Day of the Dead, he offered up a prayer to the dear departed anyway.

_"No need to thank me, 007. See you back in London."_ Bond couldn't resist a frustrated growl as the line went dead.

_Yes you will, Quartermaster,_ he thought, launching himself bodily into the back seat of the helicopter. _I'll deal with you later, you insufferable little busybody._


	4. Chapter 4

"Good afternoon, Miss Moneypenny. Looking ravishing as always."

Eve glanced up from her laptop with a coy smile and a shake of her head. "Welcome back, 007," she replied, turning her eyes back to the screen and resuming her typing. "Any particular type of flower to your preference?"

James didn't have to ask to what she was referring. Moneypenny was privy to all manner of inner workings in the higher echelons of MI6. She was a good body to have in your corner. "Not especially," he replied with that irritating unruffledness he wore like a second skin, raising a thigh to prop himself against the corner of her desk. "Though I am quite fond of Heather. Sheds a heady aroma first thing in the morning."

Moneypenny, much like Q, could give as good as she got, leaning forward on her elbows, a teasingly demure look on her face as she slanted her gaze to meet Bond's. "Lucky girl…" she whispered, eyes twinkling. At that moment, M's door opened to reveal Bill Tanner. Bond looked up and passed the Chief of Staff to meet the eyes of the Quartermaster, standing a few steps behind him. "M will see you now, 007," said Tanner.

Bond didn't immediately respond. His eyes fixed on Q, keeping a cool stare trained on the man. He rose from the corner of the desk and they met one another halfway across Moneypenny's domain. Tanner and Moneypenny could only watch in abject fascination at their slow, subtle dance; Tanner in wonder how they could maintain such a professional relationship without the personal getting in the way, Moneypenny wondering if Q was carrying some residual electricity in his body from his latest Q branch project.

"Welcome back, 007."

"Q. Always a pleasure to see you." Bond gave him a cursory once over. "Still on the run from the fashion police I see?"

Q brushed past but turned back towards him as he reached Moneypenny's desk. "As a matter of fact, they stopped by last night," he replied, drumming his fingers on the edge of the desk. "Dropped off the belt you lost in Mexico. How you managed to make it back to London with your pants round your ankles is a marvel…"

Before Bond could shape a comeback to counter the restrained look of humour on Moneypenny's face, he heard an impatient huff from Tanner, swiftly followed by a firm bellow coming from the other side of M's door.

"I haven't got all day you know, 007!" _Looks like a proper spanking IS long overdue, Q,_ Bond thought to himself. Just as he was turning towards the door to receive his own version of chastisement from his superior, he caught Q's quick comment aimed at Eve. "Still on for tonight?" She gave a quick nod and a smile to him as he walked off.

"BOND!"

_One spanking at a time,_ he thought to himself, closing the door behind him.

* * *

><p>"I like the new digs, Quartermaster? Decorate yourself?" Bond strolled into Q branch, Tanner hot on his heels.<p>

"It's a work in progress. Like many things shaping up in the intelligence service these days," casting a knowing expression Bond's way. Bond just smiled. _I don't remember him being quite this bloody gorgeous,_ he thought to himself, _in all ways._

"I'm certain you're up to meeting the tasks and challenges of your position head on, Q."

"It helps to be able to think on your feet," he replied, gesturing for Bond to follow him, while Tanner hovered by his desk, admiring the latest weapon Q was working on.

"It does, doesn't it?" And you're pretty good at thinking on your back as well, Bond thought to himself, a hungry gaze trained on his rear as he led them to a side room.

"Sit."

"As you wish." Bond sat.

"Arm out. Palm up," the instruction crisp and clear. "Brace yourself, 007, you may feel a slight…"

_POP!_ Bond's flinch was barely perceptible.

"…Prick."

"Smart blood," he continued, though Bond thought he heard a slight hint of regret in the tone at having to tag the man like a dog. "A gift from M. Though I'm sure it will do little to curb your enthusiasm for gallivanting around the world sans mandate."

Bond didn't rise to the bait and rolling down his sleeve, he stood to face Q. Tanner, wisely, had opted to give them a little space and remained in the main room.

Bond's tone was soft, seductive as he studied Q, retracing the smooth, unblemished lines of his face. To define such a look from James Bond as tangible was an understatement to say the least. "I suppose I should thank you. Mexico could have been a lot worse, for me and for thousands of people…" Q frowned, ignoring the pooling warmth in the pit of his stomach. The words sounded sincere but usually were accompanied by an ulterior motive.

Bond unleashed a charming smile to add to the mix. "You didn't happen to have anything to do with a strategically placed sofa as well, did you?"

Q couldn't hold back the laugh then. Bastard.

They left the side room, Bond pulling back on his jacket. "Plans this evening? After all, I think one good prick deserves—"

Tanner cleared his throat, reminding them of his presence.

"Apologies, Bond, I'm otherwise engaged this evening." Tanner moved away again, mostly to hide his embarrassment. "Besides," said Q, voice low. "Don't you have a funeral to attend?"

Bond smiled. He did. And in that moment, he knew that, no matter what he said or did, no degree of disputing his part in Bond's posthumous mission would dissuade Q that he did not need his help, and short of tying Q to a chair and locking him in the deepest vaults of MI6, he was going to have an extra set of eyes watching his back.

Consequences be damned.


	5. Chapter 5

_Short and sweet I know. Trying to avoid a retelling of Spectre. You guys know where it's at!_

* * *

><p><strong>Rome, The Following Day. The Home of Marco Sciarra.<strong>

Lucia Sciarra stood on the lawn of her home and waited for death.

It was Death Made Flesh, however, who came to her rescue.

"You've only stayed my execution. In five minutes, ten more will come to end my life," she whispered, not looking at the man who had killed her husband and left her open and vulnerable to the unwanted attentions of his employer.

"Good. Time for a drink then," replied Bond, turning back to her house.

As with most things in the life of an expert at information extraction, it didn't take Bond long to tease the information he needed to continue on his mission to fulfil M's final request. Watching the face of the evidently touched-deprived beauty, her gaze open and welcome in the face of the agent's gentle coaxing, James was struck by the other beauty that graced his life. Dark, soft waves and green-hazel eyes shimmered across his mind, pleasurable associations between past and present making their own unbidden connections. Closing his eyes, pressing her yielding form into the mirror behind them, he opened them again and caught his own gaze in the reflection. Life is certainly full of surprises, sometimes even capable of catching a worn-out, old dog like me off-guard, he thought to himself. He pulled out his phone and hit speed-dial.

He kept soft and soothing lips against her cheek while he spoke into the phone.

"Felix. It's Bond. I have a favour to ask…"

* * *

><p><strong>Back in London…<strong>

Q strolled into the pub not far from River House to find Moneypenny being subject to the unwanted attentions of some sweaty-balled Cockney. While he was certain she could hold her own in any situation, sometimes not drawing attention to yourself is the best course of action, tempting as kicking the offending suitor in the bollocks and damaging his prospects of infesting the gene pool might be.

"Thank you, no," he heard her say levelly, approaching her position. "I'm waiting for someone."

"At least let me keep you company until… she? he? arrives? I'm wonderful company. With the right incentives," he finished off with a leer that would have put to shame a teenage boy being treated to his first look at a porn magazine.

Q carried on walking passed them to sit in a corner. If Moneypenny noticed, she ignored him. He popped open his laptop, did a quick search and found the man's phone signal. Labelled under "Hot Stuff Loves Muff." What else, thought Q to himself.

He sent a quick, anonymous text and watched the man pull out his phone.

_You do realise that woman you're chatting up has bigger balls than you?_

The lug frowned and looked around but Q had already risen from his seat and gone to the bar to order a drink. Said buffoon turned his attention back to Eve.

Q sat down again and sent another message.

_And I don't think she'd be too impressed with your internet search history. Leave. Now._

He watched the sheepish expression descend on his face and the man had the decency to blush. Moneypenny raised an eyebrow as he huffed an apology and retreated. She walked over to the table and smiled knowingly. "What did you do, Q?" she enquired thoughtfully.

Q shrugged as he popped the screen down on his laptop. "00s employ brawn, Quartermasters enlist brain to subdue enemies of the state."

"Impressive as always," she said with a smile.

Q reached into his pocket and pulled out a burner phone. "Only one number in there. He'll call soon."

"What are you two getting me into now?" she sighed, resigned to her fate and incapacity to refuse these two brilliant men anything.

"The less you know the better. For now," he said with a smile. "He'll have questions. Help him find the answers." He stood. "In the meantime, I've got to cover Smartblood tracks and keep M off his back."

He surprised her by leaning down to brush a soft kiss across her cheek. "Thank you, Eve." He blushed, surprising himself with the move. Moneypenny just smiled in return. "I think the moves of a certain agent are rubbing off on you, Q."

"Oh, what utter bollocks," he mumbled defensively, strolling towards the exit, Eve watching him depart over her shoulder.

Despite his retort, they both knew better though, knew that was exactly the truth of the matter.


	6. Chapter 6

_Warning: If you really, really liked Dr Swann's character, then maybe from here on is not for you. Though I'm not afraid to wager there is enough 00Q love here to forgive me for what I am about to do. :)_

* * *

><p><strong>Later That Evening, Back in Rome<strong>

_"Cuckoo…"_

It was safe to say it took a hell of a lot to rattle the impenetrable cage of James Bond. On seeing the face from his broken past turn from the shadow to allow the light of the present to reveal his existence, the boy long since thought dead came avalanching with full force into his world. James was left with only one option.

_Run._

* * *

><p><strong>Tokyo<strong>

Tanner's heart sank when the alert popped up on his screen.

**High speed car chase lands Aston in River Tiber**

He typed a quick message to M, seated the other side of Max Denbigh, the soon to be head of the united forces of MI5 and MI6, spearheading the Nine Eyes Initiative. M was watching the vote with baited breath when the message popped up on his screen.

_Are we sure Bond is in London?_

Mallory looked over at Tanner with the expression of a man who was wondering why the hell he'd allowed himself be talked into taking the blasted position in which he now found himself.

He exited the room and dialled his Quartermaster. "Where's Bond? Right now. And he better be where you say he is otherwise you're in deep shit, Q…"

* * *

><p><strong>Heathrow Airport, London<strong>

Q had bought them 48 hours. At least with M otherwise occupied in Tokyo there was time enough to hopefully get the intel Bond needed from the former head of Quantum, Mr White, so they could get the hell back to London before Mallory's return.

He powered down and closed his laptop after reconfirming Bond's European location. He'd be there in less than four hours. God, it'll be good to see him again. He checked his seatbelt and stared straight ahead. Q gripped the armrests of his seat as he felt the plane's engines power up for takeoff.

He closed his eyes and thought of James. _Good thing I love you so bloody much, you reckless arse,_ he thought to himself.

* * *

><p><strong>Bond's Location, Austrian Alps<strong>

Bond was high on adrenaline when he crashed through the door of Q's hotel room.

"FUCK!" He hissed, slamming the door behind him.

Q stood up from the laptop where he had been working, compiling the results from his analysis of Sciarra's ring. Questions had been answered and theories had become fact. Their former M had been on the trail of something bigger than any of them imagined, and the Nine Eyes Initiative posed an unprecedented danger. Q could tell, however, that right at this moment, something more pressing required his attention and ministrations.

Never having been in immediate physical proximity with the agent in field operations of this nature, the sight of Bond in such disarray left him somewhat unsure if it was wise to approach him while in this state of mind.

He trained his voice level and calm, naturally falling into a cadence that Q knew would bring him down.

"What's wrong, Bond?"

He looked up then, registering him for the first time since entering the room. He felt his shoulders tense. Q recognised the signs of internal battle.

Bond's trained emotionless response reared to the surface. "I lost the girl. Dr Swann. White's daughter."

Q lowered his gaze, relaxed his body, moving carefully towards the agent as one would approach a skittish stallion. Bond's mouth was a tight line. Q could sense he was beating himself up internally. So he kept silent, giving Bond space to process.

His eyes were screwed shut, hands clenching and releasing in an effort to calm boiling blood. "Another innocent. Gone."

"You know it's not your fault, 007." His eyes flew open at those words and sapphire blue flared in anger. He lunged at Q, directing all the pent up coil in his muscles at the man, tossing him roughly against the wall. Q knew there was no point resisting and despite the attack, knew Bond would not truly hurt him. "You shouldn't be with me. I can't keep you safe," Bond's words were deliberately harsh, his eyes cold. An attempt to push the man away.

"And yet here I am, a fool rushing in," whispered Q.

Q felt James' body's tension soften just a touch, a resigned sort of ease.

"James…"

The sound of his name from Arthur Clifton's lips was all it took to push through the battle shield to the human being lurking quiet and repentant beneath the armour.

Q felt the switch flick and James relaxed against him, falling into his body, pressing him further against the wall.

"James…" He spoke his name again, softening the battle lines within him and between each other.

Q felt more of the tension ebb away from Bond's body, the man dragging him into his arms and burying his face into Q's neck.

"You always get me home," Bond's muffled voice, warm against his skin.

"I am your Quartermaster," he whispered against his ear, ghosting gentle fingers along the side of his neck.

"Are you with me, James?"

"Almost…" he murmured, leaning back for a moment, only to lean forward immediately again to capture Q's lips between his own. He released him a few long moments later and turned him round to face the mirror on the wall behind them, placing the palms of Q's hands flush against the smooth surface. Q gazed at Bond's reflection in the glass. He rested his chin on his shoulder, the trembling in his hands subsiding as he caressed Q's hips. Somehow, Q knew exactly what to say.

"I am your Quartermaster," he repeated softly. Bond's hands moved to undo his belt.

"You always get me home…" the agent repeated back, the self-soothing words, anchoring him back to the solid space occupied by Q. Dropping to his knees behind him, James spoke his next words into the small of his back, breath now even, steady, reverent, worshipping the vessel of his Quartermaster's mind.

"I want you to watch yourself in the mirror. I want you to see what I see when I take you, break you apart, love you…"

So Q did as he was told.

_And may God Almighty erase him bodily from the world with a bolt of lightning,_ if the next 10 minutes weren't the most _insanely_ erotic of his life.
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"I thought you didn't like flying."

"I don't," said Q, adjusting his seatbelt for the third time, sparing his flight companion a disapproving look over the rim of his glasses. "But apparently, in recent times, I've become more prone to stepping out of my comfort zone. Thanks to the singularly bad influence of a certain Double-O."

"Comfort zones are overrated," replied Bond.

"I happen to like my comfort zones, thank you very much, James," Q huffed, fidgeting in an effort to make himself comfortable.

"Oh I'm not saying I don't enjoy them." Bond dropped his voice and leaned sideways towards him. "Especially when that comfort zone happens to be somewhere in the nether regions of Section Q…" he whispered mock seductively.

The stifled guffaw that erupted from Q took a few of the neighbouring passengers by surprise. Q reddened, mumbling an apology in his quintessential British manner for the disruption, while Bond just chuckled away, smugly proud of his ability to so effectively distract the man.

"Don't suppose you'd be up for joining the Mile High Club en route, Arthur?"

_Oh for buggering heaven's sake…_ thought Q. "If you don't shut up, Bond, I'm going to rig the plane to crash and ensure you are the only passenger without a parachute," he mumbled.

Bond smiled and shrugged. He'd gotten out of trickier situations than that.

So absorbed in their shared banter, neither man noticed they were being watched from a few rows back.

* * *

><p><em><strong>Tangier, Morocco.<strong>_

James and Q stepped out of the taxi to be greeted by the sight of a quaint little hotel, evidently a romantic getaway that seemed part of and yet apart from the city.

"You're sure this is it, Q?" Bond surveyed the building, recalling the last words spoken to him from the dying lips of Madeleine Swann.

_L'Américain. Tangier. Room 314. Spectre._

"Quite," he said confidently.

Bond nodded, trusting his assessment without further question. "Let's find out what's so special about this little hideaway then."

They requested the room, the concierge not sparing them or their request further question, accepting the charm laid on thick and hard by James about their wonderful hotel being recommended by a couple who holidayed here every year and raved about the place. He accepted the compliment and knew immediately the couple to whom Bond was referring though commented on the fact that in recent years the husband had come alone and last year not at all. Marriage troubles, he was led to believe. Bond nodded, relaying an understanding smile before accepting the key and leading them to the elevator that would take them to the third floor.

"What do we expect to find?" asked Q, entering the elevator ahead of Bond. The doors slid shut before he replied.

"Answers."

* * *

><p>Two hours and an extensive search of the room later and they hadn't found any answers. Q, however, had helped himself to a complimentary bottle of champagne and was well and truly through that when James pulled a bottle of something that was suspiciously clear from an concealed compartment in the wall opposite the bed.<p>

They gave up on the search - temporarily - in favour of getting drunk.

James was laughing softly. Not quite as inebriated as Q, he had after all, had much more practice at holding his liquor than the bolshy boffin. "I don't think I've ever seen you quite this drunk before," he said before supping another draft directly from the bottle.

"Really?" Q frowned whilst allowing his body a gentle sway against James, both sitting side-by-side on the floor at the bottom of the bed. "Not even that time you rescued me from the bottom of that bottle of Scotch I was determined to drown in the day of Charles' funeral?"

"Not even…" sighed James, closing his eyes and allowing his head to slump back to rest on the edge of the bed. Q snagged the bottle away from Bond and rose it to no one in particular.

"To the dead!" he said sardonically and downed a mouthful of the sweet liquid. "They did after all, bring us together…"

Bond frowned at the toast. "What does that mean?"

"Think about it," said Q, his mouth running away with him. "If Charles were still alive, if Vesper were still alive. We wouldn't be together. M recruited me, she recruited you. She brought us into each other's world." Bond grabbed the bottle from him. "Enough," he gritted out angrily. Q immediately looked chastised. "I'm sorry, James." He ran his fingers through his hair, dampened from the city's close, almost stifling humidity. "Sometimes, just… when I step outside and look back in at myself and what I've become… it's just all so fucking surreal."

The sun was just beginning to set over the city. It cast a warm glow around the room. Despite everything, Bond felt himself relax again. It never failed to amaze him the sense of peace he felt when in proximity to Q. Yet, though he felt he barely knew the man, his past as closed a book to him as Bond's own was to Q, the sense that he could trust him with his life never faltered. Maybe that's why he felt comfortable saying the next words. Though a relaxing of his tongue was likely assisted by their shared bottle of liquor.

"I don't want to lose you too, Arthur."

Q raised his head to look at the agent. "I have no intention of being lost, James."

Q intended to ease his concern by making light of the comment. "Very good with maps me," he giggled. "One of my many hidd—"

Bond reached over to take hold of his chin so their gazes locked. "I mean it," he stated, sounding more sober than he had a right to be.

James watched Q's features soften in the light, an expressive thoughtfulness descend on them as though he was about to launch them into some profound discussion. Bond was having none of that. He reached with his free hand to remove Q's glasses.

"James. There's something I have to tell you…"

"Later. Right now, my immediate agenda does not require words. Unless they consist of "now, me, James and fuck". And not necessarily in that order," he growled, pulling Q to his feet. He looked at the bed thoughtfully, considering his options. "Forget the bed," he said, hoisting Q up to wrap his legs around his waist, turning them towards the undamaged wall. "I have a better idea involving christening a wall on every continent with the imprint of your back…" Just as he finished his sentence, Bond thrust Q's pliant body against it, hard enough that it gave way and both men went crashing through.
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"Well," coughed Bond, "disentangling himself from Q, standing up and dusting off the rubble. "That answers the what's so special question then," he said, hauling his spluttering companion to his feet.

Not knowing the dimensions of the other rooms, Bond had simply assumed that the partition divided them from the hotel room next door. Instead, an attempt at a bout of semi-drunken sex had revealed a secret alcove containing a wealth of information that White had no doubt been gathering as collateral against his former employers.

Q surveyed their newly discovered surroundings. "Huh. A secret lair. This job is nothing if not a constant journey of discovery. I was starting to think we were being led on some wild goose chase," Q stated, dusting himself off where he stood.

"Entirely possible," mumbled Bond, moving towards the desk by the wall. "But for Dr Swann's confirmation of the reality."

Q had taken a seat and was rifling through the papers on the desk, seeking something familiar. Something that might trigger a memory… He was momentarily distracted by the pause in Bond's movements and looked over to catch him motionless and staring at a VHS tape. Still slightly intoxicated, he scoffed at the archaic bit of technology, "that's more ancient than even you, Bond." Standing to look over his shoulder at what had him so enraptured, he caught the name on the tape and felt himself rapidly sober up.

"Oh…" _Vesper Lynd._

Q didn't know when he'd started to literally take his life into his hands. But he said the words anyway.

"You should watch it." Bond didn't spare him a glance, moving to toss the tape to the side, just as Q reached for it and snatched it from his hand.

Without another word, he slipped it into the recorder and switched on the attached screen. Q looked over his shoulder to see Bond standing with his back to him, a model of tension and barely concealed anger radiating from him.

Q still wasn't sure what was compelling him to stumble on relentless. Maybe he was tired of the heat, the perpetual secrecy, watching someone he cared for - fuck cared for, loved - tear themselves apart for the choices they'd been forced to make. Yes indeed, he thought to himself, turning back to the screen. Time for some tough love. No more Mr Nice Q. "For fuck's sake, James," he grumbled. "It's time to shut this chapter of your life. Betrayal is part of the world in which we operate and if you're not used to it by now…"

Q hit play.

* * *

><p>He'd seen photos of Vesper Lynd, and it had not been lost on him that they could well share a paternal or maternal thread in their DNA. He and James had even broached the subject once.<p>

_Early morning London rain was beating hard against the bedroom window of Arthur Clifton's home. The presence of a pair of blue eyes in the bed next to him was more than enough compensation for the lack of sky presently obscured by heavy clouds. Bond was running his fingers through thick, untamed waves while Q felt himself hover on the cusp of sleep once more. It must have been that half-drowsy, unguarded state that permitted the words to tumble softly from his lips. "Do I remind you of her?" Bond's hand had barely faltered in its tender movements. He would have known his nerdy, eagle-eyed boy misses nothing and always knows more than he lets on about the more subtle nuances of life. Even for someone so immersed in their work, other worlds still existed of which he was profoundly aware between the lines of code he loved so much._

_"At first. Yes. You did," whispered Bond, wrapping a strong hand around his neck to pull him close. "But now, now you're Q, body and soul. Quartermaster, Arthur. Mine…"_

_And nothing more was said._

Vesper was sitting in a chair, motionless, her inscrutable stare trained unblinking at the camera. A voice from behind the lens spoke with a deadly, level tone that broached no compromise, no bargaining, no mercy.

_Mr White._

"You will do this for my employer. Or your lover will die. Can you live with his blood on your hands?" She looked past the camera then to the voice beyond. "You don't strike me as a man who indulges much in mercy regardless what I do or do not do," she replied, just before a body came from the side of the frame and laid a brutal flat-palmed blow across her face.

_-CUT-_

The bruise on her cheek appeared flared and blossoming under the harsh light of the enclosed space where she sat. "Spoilt for choice, aren't we, Ms Lynd?"

That voice again. Soft, self-assured. Knowing that no matter how long and drawn out the dance, victory would ultimately belong to him. "Life comes with costs. Some costs long before death himself graces our threshold. Do you think your government will miss a few million pounds? They might miss a precious asset of the Secret Service more…"

_-CUT-_

"Turn it off, Q." Q obliged though he was curious to watch more. He stood and turned towards Bond. There was a slight, tired sag around his shoulders now. He was staring blankly into space.

Q placed a hand on the agent's shoulder. "This fucking ghost of an organisation has had us chasing shadows for far too long," he said softly. "Don't you think it's time we exorcised the demons from our world?"

Bond lifted his head then and rolled his shoulders back, once again assuming the look of a man on a mission and the blue steel gaze returned Q's determined look.

"What are we waiting for?"

Agent. Protector. Assassin.

And his Quartermaster would be right there beside him.
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The train was quiet. Blissfully so.

The compartments were small so Bond left Q alone to shower before joining him for food in the centre carriage. It gave the agent some time to contemplate on everything that had happened and ruminate on the almost certain danger into which he was leading Q right now.

The Quartermaster had proven to be worth his weight in gold, easily locating the area in the desert for which they were destined, in which White and his daughter had pointed them. Still, he thought ruefully, he should have sent him back to London. Yet….

The truth of the matter was simple enough even Bond couldn't deny it. In Arthur Clifton, he'd found what he'd been searching for and somehow felt all the more invincible for it. After so many experiences and years of betrayal he'd found someone he could trust. Unequivocally. Still, there was that niggling sensation that there was more to the man than even Bond could fathom, and he was bloody good at reading people. Coupled with the knowledge he was being selfish, keeping Q so close and putting him in danger, made for some conflicting feelings. Not that he could stop the stubborn little shit from sticking his oar in. He could, however, confidently compartmentalise those feelings. He had years of training and practice doing so after all, but he was aware they were ever-present. Sitting comfortably on the edge of his consciousness, like his Mother's smile, his Father's godawful attempts at quoting Shakespeare, Vesper's eyes…

He was undoubtedly heading exactly where SPECTRE wanted him, exactly where Obenhauser wanted him. Obenhauser. It seemed he wasn't the only one with a knack for resurrection. White had been right. He was a kite dancing in a hurricane, but now, holding firmly onto his string, grounding him, was his Quartermaster. Bond was under no illusions about his place in the world. He was a killing machine. Being human had not been an option since his parents died. That day was the day he put away childish things and became a man. He stood to the sound of compartment door at the end of the carriage sliding open and smiled.

_For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part, but then I shall know just as I also am known._

As expected. Bond swore that Arthur wore those cardigans he favoured so just to annoy him and because he knew Bond was always motivated to get him out of them in the shortest time possible. What Bond did not expect was to see the gun in Q's hand as he raised it and pointed it in his direction.

"James. Down. Now."

Bond turned when he heard the door at the other end of the carriage slam back and backed away as the assassin Hinx moved swiftly through and towards them. Bond dropped to the floor while reaching for his own weapon inside his jacket. Q got off four volleys into the body of the man before Bond had landed his first. Hinx crashed down heavily on Bond as he collapsed under the barrage of bullets.

He was looking over the shoulder of the body of their would-be killer when Q reached him. "Need a hand, 007?"

"That would be lovely, thank you, Q."

With some difficulty, they rolled the dead weight off him and he stood up straightening his jacket and pulling down his sleeves. "Well. Glad to see our time on the shooting range is paying off."

Q rolled his eyes, tucked the gun into the small of his back and folded his arms. "A thank you would have sufficed, though I shouldn't be surprised you'd take the credit for my saving your backside. Again."

James just smiled at him then, giving him the look of a man with the intention of furthering the evening's exploits in a direction Q was more than happy to take. "Would it be inappropriate at this time to point out that I have saved my own backside on numerous occasions with the full intention of handing it on a plate to you?"

* * *

><p>The frantic motions slowed as soon at they entered the confined space of Bond's compartment. Rushed and hurried touches became slow and liquid as they moved hands, arms, legs over each other, wrapping and unwrapping each other again and again until it felt almost as though flesh was undergoing some kind of alchemic fusion. The slide of Q's hand down Bond's arm to snare his wrist; the gentle caress of lips across freshly healed scars, a touch that delved deeper to heal old wounds that Bond had long since forgotten. Yes. Arthur Clifton knew maps. And he knew the map of Bond's body as well as the codes he had written with the power to create and destroy. Right now, he was focussed on destroying James Bond. In the most pleasant of ways possible of course.<p>

"You know something occurred to me earlier," Q said, not pausing in his movements.

"Mmm?" Bond returned the favour in kind.

"I really, really love weapons."

"Yes well in light of your chosen vocation in the SIS it would be a poor show if you didn't, Q."

"And now, I get to make love to a weapon…"

Q watched Bond's eyes noticeably darken while he slowly trailed his hand down the back of the man to come to rest on smooth skin beneath his underwear.

"Care to elaborate on that train of thought, Quartermaster?"

"I find weapons respond much better to actual testing. We can learn so much more about their responses and how to tune and retune those responses through experience rather than simply exchanging academics on the subject?" he replied, his voice soft and sultry while his hands moved to mirror the position of Bond's own hands on his body, giving his fingers permission to slip down, under, around and come to rest exactly where he planned to end up mere minutes from that moment.

Bond allowed himself a soft groan into Q's neck. "Shhh," whispered Q. "Hear that?"

He looked up from the attention he was lavishing across the Quartermaster's chest. "What?" his expression reflecting concern. They were both silent for a few moments but all Bond's trained senses could discern was the rhythmic sound of the train rolling over the gaps in the tracks.

Q was staring at him with an intensity of concentration he usually reserved for his hacking endeavours. "That's the rhythmic motion I'm going to be taking you to over and over until you pass out from pleasure," he whispered pushing him down and mounting him on the bed.

James' last coherent thought was that it was a damn good thing that this was an overnight train.
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James didn't know what his next gameplay was going to entail. He rarely did, being such a creature of instinct. But he knew that if he needed him, Q would step up to the plate. The arena of espionage in which they currently found themselves was literally his expertise. Those shadows and lines of code through which M had been chasing the illusive shape of SPECTRE for so long. In her time, she had unable to provide definite evidence of their existence but knew - creature of instinct she herself was - that all the troubles and challenges faced by her intelligence in recent years sprung from that source. A pattern had emerged. A pattern that weaved together the human elements of the business of espionage and the new wave of terrorism that was surging through them, attempting to wash them all away in the swell of its unseen power. But M had known. While these rogue elements used the shadows to their advantage, they themselves still cast shadows of their own. And the old dogs of MI6 still knew how to use those shadows to their advantage.

A thirty minute drive and they had arrived at their destination. Neither man spoke on the journey there. Silence as effective a weapon as the words spoken between colleagues, friends and lovers. On arrival at the desert complex, rooms and a fresh set of clothes were provided. As Q took in the room, a framed photo on the nearby dresser caught his eye.

It was a picture of him and Charles Sebastian on the day he told him he had incurable cancer. Possibly the worst day of his life. It was a quiet coffee shop on the Southern coast, one of their favourite haunts. Charles hand rested on his. Q had dropped his head and didn't have to see his own expression to remember the tortured moment in which he had witnessed his entire future with the man before him crumble to dust and be scattered to the winds.

No crueler fate than to love and to lose.

His next thought was where they had sourced the photo. White was honest in that regard, he thought. SPECTRE truly were everywhere. And nowhere. Well, at least until now. Now he and James had travelled through its open jaws and into the belly of the beast.

He also knew they were on their own, the last encrypted call he had made to his right hand in Q Branch to order her to wipe all evidence of Bond's Smart Blood.

* * *

><p>Bond was having an equally enlightening time in his quarters. A similarly framed image of the man who had fostered him after his parents' accident and the boy who became his foster brother for a brief time cast a sombre trio in the photo that graced the dresser of his room.<p>

A lifetime… No. Maybe two lifetimes ago. Because since the loss of his parents, the carving of a life into an indispensable cog in the SIS machine, he had since begun a third phase in the life and times of James Bond. A life with Arthur Clifton.

Bond wondered for a moment what M would make of it all. What he had found, guided almost entirely by her hand, whether he wanted to admit the truth of that to himself or not. Her chosen two. Together facing the SPECTRE that had plagued her in the years leading to her end.

Bond was not a sentimentalist. Nor did he believe in any other fate but the one he made. They were teetering on the edge of something monumental - a scenario with a number of possible outcomes, and as with most scenarios of this making, a sacrifice would be expected. It felt a little like playing chess blind. But in the end, Bond would do what needed to be done. As far as he was concerned, all he had to do was to get close to Obenhauser and this could be ended. He only hoped he wouldn't be ending himself and Q in the process. He'd grown quite fond of what they had together.

* * *

><p>"He's waiting for you." The man, whom Bond recognised from his infiltration of the meeting in Rome as one of Obenhauser's close associates greeted them in the hallway as they exited their rooms, fresh dressed. "This way please," he said, extending his hand in the direction he wished to take them. Bond glanced at Q. He had been pleasantly surprised at the seemingly unnerved state of his Quartermaster. Not a field agent, but displaying the first class behaviour expected of an employee of Her Majesty's Secret Service.<p>

Champagne was declined, despite thirst and the obvious temptation. Neither Bond nor Q were ones for taking unnecessary risks. Stupid risks maybe where Bond was concerned, thought Q to himself, but never unnecessary. As they entered the dark room where their host awaited them, Q considered what he had done, how far he had come to be here, in this moment. He looked at the agent next to him who was fighting the urge to give him a reassuring squeeze of the arm. It would not do to betray any feelings beyond their professional relationship while in the situation. Such displays never ended well. Q took a deep breath to steady himself. The shadows opposite them on the far side of the room moved into the warm stream of sun spilling from the skylight above, the only source of light in the room and their host stepped forward to reveal himself.

Everything was converging, aligning right now. As the three men stood and appraised each other, Bond felt the thud of his heart increase, noticing the look Obenhauser was directing at Q. He knows him…

He turned and gave Bond a most predatory stare. "James. My little cuckoo. I am so gratified you could make it." He returned his gaze to fall upon Q who had remained riveted to his position, eyes never leaving the man responsible for so much havoc, so much destruction, so much loss.

"Arthur," he said, an almost tender fondness lacing his tone. "I am especially glad to see you, my little Bombe…"


End file.
